Renaissance Europe I: Foundations and Forms (RS200/RS300)

Week 9: Renaissance Painting (Rebecca Carnevali)

When it comes to Renaissance painting, artworks testify to a great variety of models and interpretations. Questions of patronage, market, and social status influenced the perception of painting differently over time. On the practical side, painting was a craft shaped by technological constraints and developments and workshop practices. Contemporary scholarship on Renaissance painting has embraced all of these different aspects and thus has moved away from previous narratives centred on ‘progress’ and ‘realism’. Catalogue entries, in particular, reflect how multiple componenents of a painting contribute to its understanding. 
This week’s seminar comes before the lecture, as the assignment will be the starting point for a discussion of Renaissance descriptions of paintings. It will examine the life of Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) by Giorgio Vasari (1511-1574) in his The Lives of the Artists (1550, as seen in Week 5; extracts). As you read this, compare Vasari’s description of the artworks of Leonardo to the catalogue entry you have worked on. How did Renaissance people read paintings? What does Vasari focuses on? Do you see any differences from from the approach of Leon Battista Alberti (1404-1472) in his treatise On Painting? (extracts) Finally, pick one or two of the secondary readings listed below and try to get an idea of what the piece is concentrating on and which methodology it is using. How does it help us gain a better insight into the history of a specific painting, and Renaissance painting in general?
With this information in mind, this week’s lecture focusses on multiple components of Renaissance paintings. First, it examines the techniques and materials used, as taught by sources of the time, such as The Book of the Art by the Italian painter Cennino Cennini (1370-1427), the earliest technical treatise to survive from the period, and discovered by contemporary scientific analyses. Second, it looks at the subjects depicted in paintings, and how they vary depending on the geographical and chronological context; for instance, it examines the diffusion of mythological subjects and its relationship with the renewed study of classical texts. Lastly, the lecture discusses the history of collecting and selling paintings, and the impact that this had in the way that people approached artworks at the time and in how we think about Renaissance painting now.
Assignment: from the list of catalogue entries provided below, choose one and describe, in writing, their content and structure. Is there any order in the way the entry discusses the painting? What is, in your opinion, the function of a catalogue entry: by who and in which context are they used? To help you with terms related to the painting’s iconography or technique that you might be unfamiliar with, use the Oxford Dictonary of Art and Artists (4th edn, electronic resource) and the Grove Art Online (digital database, both in the Warwick Library). Based on your model for a catalogue entry, draft a list of bibliographical resources that you would use if you had to write a new one for a painting; try to find examples of editions from the Warwick Library.


Primary Readings (an asterisk marks mandatory readings)

Cennino Cennini, The Book of the Art (extracts, see PDF on website)

*Leon Battista Alberti, On Painting (extracts, see PDF on website)

*Giorgio Vasari, The Lives of the Artists (extracts, see PDF on website) 


Secondary Readings

James S. Ackerman, ‘On Early Renaissance Color Theory and Practice’, Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome, 35 (1980), 11-44

Michael Baxandall, Giotto and the Orators: Humanist Observers of Painting in Italy and the Discovery of Pictorial Composition (1350-1450) (Oxford: Clarendon, 1971)  

Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century Italy: a Primer in the Social History of Pictorial Style (Oxford: Clarendon, 1972)  

[bookmark: citation]Francis Haskell, ‘The Market for Italian Art in the 17th Century’, Past & Present, 15 (1959), 48-59

Erwin Panofsky, ‘Iconography and Iconology: An Introduction to the Study of Renaissance Art’, in Meaning in the Visual Arts: Papers in and on Art History (New York: Doubleday, 1955), pp. 26–54 


Catalogue entries 

Jan Van Eyck, The Arnolfini Portrait, 1434, The National Gallery of London
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/jan-van-eyck-the-arnolfini-portrait

Antonello da Messina, Saint Jerome in his Study, c.1475, The National Gallery of London
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/antonello-da-messina-saint-jerome-in-his-study

Giovanni Bellini and Titian, The Feast of the Gods, 1514/1529, The National Gallery of Washington
https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-page.1138.html#provenance

Hans Holbein The Younger, The Ambassadors, 1533, The National Gallery of London
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/hans-holbein-the-younger-the-ambassadors

Bronzino, An Allegory with Venus and Cupid, c.1545, The National Gallery of London
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/bronzino-an-allegory-with-venus-and-cupid

Pieter Brueghel The Elder, Landscape with the Flight into Egypt, 1563, The National Gallery of London
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/pieter-bruegel-the-elder-landscape-with-the-flight-into-egypt

Caravaggio, The Supper at Emmaus, 1601, The National Gallery of London
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/michelangelo-merisi-da-caravaggio-the-supper-at-emmaus

Pieter Paul Rubens, The Assumption of the Virgin, mid 1620s, The National Gallery of Washington
https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-page.46131.html#overview

Nicholas Pussin, The Baptism of Christ, c.1641/42, The National Gallery of Washington
https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-page.32692.html#provenance

Diego Velázquez, Portrait of Philip IV of Spain, c.1656, The National Gallery of London
https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/diego-velazquez-philip-iv-of-spain

 


